HPA axis response to a psychological stressor in generalised social phobia.
Social phobia may be associated with a dysfunction of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis. In this study we determined HPA axis responsivity to a psychological stressor in patients with social phobia and compared them to healthy controls. Fifteen patients with DSM IV social phobia with a mean score of 77.7 on the Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale and 15 age and sex matched controls underwent the stressor consisting of mental arithmetic and a short term memory test performed in front of an audience. Plasma levels of cortisol and corticotropin were measured at various intervals throughout the test. Although baseline measures of cortisol did not differ between patients (319.8+/-34.6 nmol/l) and controls (279.5+/-42.7 nmol/l)(t=0.7, df=28, P<0.5) nor did baseline corticotropin values (8.6+/-2.1 pg/ml vs 13.7+/-2.0 pg/ml respectively) (t=-1.8, df=28, P<0.08) this stressor resulted in a significantly greater delta max cortisol response (the difference between baseline values and the maximum increase during the stressor) in patients (167.1+/-23.7 nmol/l) than in controls (106.7+/-16 nmol/l) (t=2.1, df=28, P<0.04). There was no significant difference in delta max corticotropin between groups (patients 8.8+/-2.1 pg/ml vs controls 9.1+/-1.9 pg/ml) (t=-0.08, df=28, P<0.9). This preliminary study indicates that patients with social phobia appear to have a hyper-responsive adrenocortical response to psychological stress.